Interest in Conflicts
The influential officials who oversee conflict-ofinterest policies for their institutions think that a little disclosure goes a long way. A survey of 45 senior U.S. researchers in the Journal of Law, Medicine & Ethics has found that although all believe conflicts should be disclosed to volunteers participating in clinical research, few thought that the details of those conflicts were worth sharing. "I do not really think that there is a lot of need for saying Company XYZ is paying me $6000 for every patient we enroll in this" if the money funds research, one of those surveyed explained. Thirty-four researchers believed the funding source should be disclosed, but many feared that given dollar amounts, research participants would overestimate the influence of the payment on the investigator's behavior. An earlier study by the researchers who did the survey, led by scientists at Johns Hopkins University, found that both healthy and chronically ill people rated disclosure more important as the risk of research rose. -JENNIFER COUZIN
Conferences to Get Less Perky
BEIJING-Members of the Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Chinese Academy of Engineering enjoy privileges including easy grant money, housing subsidies, and personal drivers. But organizers of the Xiangshan Science Conferences have decided to bar academy members from using their titles when registering for conferences or in proceedings publications. Held every 2 weeks throughout the year on topics as diverse as neurobiology and robotics, the meetings influence the government's research priorities. The new rules send a message that "every conferee is equal," says Xiangshan staffer Liu Yuchen.
The change "emphasizes that equality among scientists … determines the development of science," says Zhu Pengcheng, a molecular biologist at Harvard Medical School in Boston who attended a recent Xiangshan meeting in Beijing.
-YAN ZHAO

Tumor Gene Troika
Three types of cancer-lung, brain, and ovarian-have been chosen for a pilot run of The Cancer Genome Atlas, a $1.5 billion plan to search for all mutations involved in cancer (Science, 8 September, p. 1370 Solar-B, a spacecraft set for launch from Japan's Uchinoura Space Center on 23 September, "is designed to answer these questions," says John Davis, a Solar-B project scientist at NASA's Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville, Alabama. A better understanding of solar processes, he says, "could have a broad impact on physics." Solar-B is an encore to Yohkoh, the first spacecraft to observe a solar flare's highly energetic x-rays, which are obscured from land-based telescopes by Earth's atmosphere. Spiro Antiochos, an astrophysicist at the U.S. Naval Research Laboratory in Washington, D.C., says that Yohkoh, launched in 1991, provided "the first definitive observations" connecting solar flares to magnetic reconnection, in which magnetic fields generated deep within the sun suddenly break apart and reform, releasing massive amounts of energy. This energy heats the corona and accelerates electrons, protons, and heavier ions into space, forming solar flares. Yohkoh, however, was unable to link specific magnetic field structures to solar flares. Solar-B should fill in the gaps. "What we expect from Solar-B is to clearly identify a specific magnetic field motion and a specific type of magnetic field appearing on the sun's surface and the coronal response," says Takeo Kosugi, project manager for the Institute of Space and Astronautical Science in Sagamihara, which is reprising its Yohkoh partnership with NASA and the U.K.'s Particle Physics and Astronomy Research Council on the mission.
Three telescopes onboard the $210 million spacecraft will help achieve this precision. Its optical scope, with a 0.5-meter mirror-the largest of its kind put in space to observe the sun-will be able to resolve solar features as small as 150 kilometers across and will have a vector magnetograph that determines the polarization of magnetic fields. An improved x-ray telescope will provide higher resolution images of flares and other phenomena than Yohkoh could manage and will measure temperatures exceeding 10 million kelvin-a first. And an extreme ultraviolet imaging spectrometer will observe solar plasma, helping relate the movement of hot gases in the corona to the underlying magnetic fields. Solar-B will provide round-the-clock observations for 8 months a year over a planned mission lifetime of 3 years.
Although Solar-B's primary objective is to unravel basic solar processes, there could be practical payoffs as well. Davis says that NASA hopes to develop an ability to predict flares and coronal mass ejections before they occur-and even better, when they won't occur. The latter knowledge would allow the agency to designate "safe periods" of hours or days for astronauts to venture out on spacewalks. And that could take the sting out of a very nasty solar punch.
-DENNIS NORMILE
Space Mission to Shine a Light on Solar Flares
ASTROPHYSICS Sun spotter. Solar-B promises the finest look yet at magnetic processes that produce flares and coronal mass ejections.
NASA Science Chief Calls It Quits
One year after taking the job, NASA's science chief last week told her staff she will resign this spring. A biologist and former astronaut, Mary Cleave oversees the agency's space, planetary, and earth sciences research-programs in turmoil over budget overrun pressures. Cleave, who was unavailable for comment, alienated many scientists during her brief tenure by backing the elimination of a host of projects and reduced research funding. Meanwhile, NASA Administrator Michael Griffin told key senators in a letter that a plan to eliminate space-station research funding was simply "intended to prepare for potential budget reductions." The senators had complained that cutting research made no sense given the investment in building the orbiting lab.
-ANDREW LAWLER
Cancer Watch at Ground Zero
Public health researchers in New York will begin a long-term surveillance program next month of workers exposed to dust during rescue and recovery efforts after the 2001 World Trade Center attacks. Some 40,000 workers combed through the rubble, breathing dust laced with toxics such as dioxin or asbestos. According to a paper published in Environmental Health Perspectives last week, 61% of 9442 workers surveyed have developed acute respiratory problems such as labored breathing.
The new effort will receive $26 million in federal funds until 2009 and track some 30,000 workers for long-term lung problems as well as cancers. Society owes answers to the "volunteers who leapt into the fray," says co-leader Philip Landrigan of Mount Sinai Medical Center in New York City, one of five clinical centers on the effort. -ERIK STOKSTAD
Academic Demotion
MOSCOW-The Russian Academy of Sciences could be stripped of authority to select a president and control its own finances if proposed changes in Russia's law on science take effect. A closed Cabinet meeting last week endorsed legal changes that could clear parliament in a matter of weeks, observers say. Critics of the move say that the new scheme will give the government new authority to set the nation's basic research agenda and that the academy will be turned into a club. Many scientists fear that the government will sell off the academy's valuable property assets. Putting a good face on the situation, academy spokesperson Irina Presnyakova said that the pending changes will bring the academy prestige and fiscal certitude.
-BRYON MACWILLIAMS
SCIENCESCOPE
By scouring mortality data from 121 cities across the United States, Harvard researchers have found footprints of 9/11 that they say should guide policy during an influenza pandemic. The decline in air travel in the months after the terrorist attacks delayed the annual flu season in the United States by almost 2 weeks, they conclude-a finding that suggests that a flu pandemic, too, could be slowed down, perhaps by months. But researchers who have studied the same question using computer models-and found closing down airports to be less useful-are skeptical.
The 2003 outbreak of SARS drove home the widely held belief that global mobility helps spread infections; indeed, it's almost a cliché among researchers to say that the most important disease vector today is the Boeing 747. But air-travel restriction won't help slow a flu pandemic much, three model studies concluded earlier this year-especially when compared to the judicious use of vaccines, antiviral drugs, isolation, and quarantine.
In a paper published in July in Nature, for instance, Neil Ferguson of Imperial College London and his colleagues tested how the United States and the United Kingdom might best mitigate a pandemic's ravages. They found that unless they are 99% effective, border controls and internal travel restrictions won't slow viral spread by more than 2 or 3 weeks. Ben Cooper and his colleagues at the U.K. Health Protection Agency, who modeled air travel around the world in a June paper in PLoS Medicine, also found limits "of surprisingly little value." The reason, says Ferguson, is that flu spreads extraordinarily rapidly.
But in the real world, the 27% reduction in international air-travel volume after 9/11 appears to have caused a 13-day delay in the 2001-02 influenza season-considerably more than the models would predict, say John Brownstein and Kenneth Mandl of Children's Hospital Boston and Harvard Medical School in a paper released on 11 September by PLoS Medicine. Analyzing data from 1996 to 2005, they also found a correlation between higher air-travel volumes in the fall and a slightly earlier flu season. Extrapolations suggest that a full-blown travel ban, as opposed to the post-9/11 slump, might delay a flu pandemic by as much as 2 months, says Brownstein-precious time to activate countermeasures and work on a vaccine.
The modelers aren't convinced, however. Ferguson says there is no proof that the relation between travel and timing of the flu season is causal, and he questions the team's use of a complex statistical measure to determine the timing of the peak. Although the study is "very nice," the 9/11 effect "is an n of 1; it's intriguing, but you can't draw any conclusions," says Ira Longini of the University of Washington, Seattle, who co-authored a paper in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences in April that also concluded that travel bans had little value.
Brownstein suspects that some of the criticism may stem from the contradiction between his data and the models. "They are making assumptions about the relationship between air travel and the spread of influenza," he says. "But this is empirical evidence."
Although some countries' pandemic preparedness plans list travel bans as an option, Ferguson says most governments that have studied the idea seriously have rejected it. The World Health Organization's (WHO's) Global Influenza Preparedness Plan does not recommend travel bans because enforcement "is considered impractical," but a footnote adds that they "could be considered as an emergency measure to avert or delay a pandemic." WHO spokesperson Gregory Hartl says the new study is "very interesting" and "opens up the debate again."
